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1 . Main points

In the week ending 23 December 2021, the percentage of people testing positive for coronavirus (COVID-
19) reached 3.71% in England, 2.52% in Wales, 2.59% in Northern Ireland and 2.57% in Scotland; in 
comparison, in 2020, the positivity rate was 1.47% in England, 1.91% in Wales (week ending 23 December 
2020), 0.43% in Northern Ireland, and 0.69% in Scotland (week ending 22 December 2020).

Retail sales volumes were above pre-coronavirus pandemic levels during the Christmas period in both 
2020 and 2021 (up 3% in December 2020 and 2% in December 2021 when compared with the same 
period in 2019).

Where customers spent their money differed compared with the pre-coronavirus pandemic period; textile, 
clothing and footwear stores retail sales volumes dropped 14% in December 2020 and were 6% lower in 
December 2021 (both compared with December 2019).

In December 2021, the value of online retail sales decreased by 8% compared with the previous 
December, but still made up more than a quarter (27%) of all retail sales, substantially higher than in 
December 2019.

In the first two weeks of December 2021, the seven-day average estimate of UK seated diners exceeded 
2019 levels, but not in London, likely reflecting high COVID-19 infection rates in the city during the 
Christmas period.

In December 2021, over 6 in 10 adults (63%) said they had planned to visit (or had already visited) family 
and friends in their homes and just over a half (51%) said they planned to have (or had already had) family 
and friends visit their home over the Christmas season.

At the end of 2021, the proportion of people who felt it will take more than a year for life to return to normal 
was higher than at the end of 2020 (35% compared with 20%).

In December 2021, less than half of people (46%) thought they would be able to save money in the next 
year, and two thirds of people (66%) said their cost of living had increased at the end of 2021.

2 . Infection rates and overview of restrictions

In 2020 and 2021, the Christmas period was affected by different restrictions put in place by the UK government 
to manage the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. This article explores how retail, hospitality and social activities 
around the 2021 Christmas period compare with 2020 and pre-coronavirus.

Infection rates

Data from the coronavirus (COVID-19) infection survey showed that in the week leading up to Christmas 2021 
(week ending 23 December 2021), the percentage of people testing positive for coronavirus (COVID-19) reached 
3.71% in England, 2.52% in Wales, 2.59% in Northern Ireland and 2.57% in Scotland. In the same period, the 
percentage of people testing positive for coronavirus (COVID-19) in London was 7.58%, more than double of that 
seen in England as a whole.

In the week after Christmas (week ending 31 December 2021), infection levels increased further.

Figure 1: The percentage of people testing positive for COVID-19 in the UK increased in 
December 2021

Estimated percentage of the population testing positive for COVID-19 on nose and throat swabs, UK, 27 December 2020 to 
31 December 2021

Notes:

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/bulletins/coronaviruscovid19infectionsurveypilot/7january2022
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1.  Information surrounding quality and methodology of these statistics can be found in the footnotes of the 
data download.

Download the data

In comparison, in the week leading up to Christmas 2020, an estimated 1.47% of the population tested positive 
for COVID-19 in England and 1.91% in Wales (week ending 23 December 2020). In the week ending 22 
December 2020, the positivity rate was 0.43% in Northern Ireland and 0.69% in Scotland.

UK coronavirus (COVID-19) restrictions

Following the emergence of the new Omicron variant across the UK in November 2021, each constituent country 
introduced new measures that aimed to control the spread and protect the NHS. They also accelerated the 
coronavirus booster vaccination programmes.

In late 2020, lockdown measures varied between different areas of the UK, and were adapted and reviewed week 
by week. The main measures introduced, which affected people's spending habits and socialising, included 
introducing the "rule of six" in indoor and outdoor hospitality settings, a curfew for the hospitality sector and only 
serving alcohol with a substantial meal. During winter 2020, in some areas of the UK, hospitality settings and non-
essential stores were closed completely, except for click-and-collect services. 

A more detailed overview of the UK coronavirus restrictions can be found in the .glossary section

https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/dvc1773/officialestimates/datadownload.xlsx
/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/articles/coronavirusspendinghabitsandsocialisingplansoverchristmasuk/january2022#glossary
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1.  

2.  

3 . Shopping and spending

In December 2020 and 2021,  were above pre-coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic levels retail sales volumes
(December 2019).

In December 2020, sales volumes were 3% higher than in the same month in 2019. In December 2021, they 
were 2% higher than in 2019.

In December 2020, restrictions in place to curb the spread of COVID-19 meant that non-essential retail was 
closed in most areas. Restrictions varied between and within the UK countries, and further information on the 
rules in each area are summarised at the end of this article.

While total retailing volumes went up in December 2020 compared with December 2019, where customers spent 
their money was different than the previous year. Textile, clothing and footwear stores sales volumes dropped 
14% in December 2020 compared with December 2019, but were only 6% lower in December 2021 than in 
December 2019.

Figure 2: Sales in most sectors were lower in December 2021 than in December 2019

Percentage change, volume seasonally adjusted, Great Britain, December 2020 and December 2021 compared with December 
2019

Source: Office for National Statistics – Monthly Business Survey – Retail Sales Inquiry

Notes:

Non-store retailing refers to retailers that do not have a store presence. While the majority is made up of 
online retailers, it also includes other retailers such as stalls and markets.

Percentage changes have been calculated using rounded seasonally adjusted estimates of retail sales 
volumes, published within the monthly retail sales release.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/bulletins/retailsales/december2021
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Non-store retailing (including online stores) volumes increased by 44% in December 2020 when compared with 
2019, with a number of physical stores closed to customers. In December 2021, though no in-store retail 
restrictions were in place, the impact of Plan B measures and the advice to work from home where possible 
meant that this trend persisted, though to a lesser extent, with non-store retailing volumes 26% higher than in 
2019.

In December 2021, the value of online retail sales decreased by 8% compared with the previous December, but 
made up more than a quarter (27%) of all retail sales.

While sales were up compared with 2019, retail footfall was reduced in the run up to Christmas 2021. This 
reflects a possible change in habits because of the rise in cases and introduction of Plan B measures.

According to , the volume of overall daily retail footfall in the week to 18 December 2021 was 81% of Springboard
the level seen in the equivalent week of 2019.  This is the lowest level since the last week of September 2021, 
when compared with the equivalent week of 2019. Among UK countries and English regions, the South West had 
the highest retail footfall relative to pre-coronavirus pandemic levels, at 89%.

https://www.spring-board.info/


Page 6 of 14

1.  

2.  

Figure 3: Retail footfall still sat below 2019 levels in the run up to Christmas 2021

Volume of overall daily retail footfall, percentage compared with the equivalent day of the equivalent week of 2019, 1 March 
2020 to 8 January 2022, UK

Source: Springboard, The Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy

Notes:

The vertical lines indicate notable events and coronavirus (COVID-19) restriction changes.

Users should note that week-on-week changes in retail footfall volumes are outlined as percentages, rather 
than as percentage point changes. Percentage change figures quoted in the commentary will therefore not 
necessarily match the percentage point changes observed in the chart.

Retail parks saw higher footfall relative to 2019 levels than high streets or shopping centres.
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4 . Socialising

OpenTable continues to measure the overall impact of coronavirus on the hospitality industry by showing seated 
diners at a sample of restaurants on the OpenTable network across online reservations, phone reservations, and 
walk-ins.

In 2021, data from OpenTable showed that the seven-day average estimate of UK seated diners exceeded 2019 
levels throughout the majority of November and a large proportion of December, although this varied across the 
UK. In London, seated diners were 85% of the level seen in the equivalent week of 2019 (in the week ending 8 
November 2021). This reduced to 57% of 2019 levels in the week before Christmas (week ending 20 December 
2021). However, in Manchester, diners exceeded 2019 levels throughout, remaining at 104% of 2019 levels in 
the week before Christmas.

In the week ending 14 December 2020, the seven-day average estimate of UK seated diners in the run-up to 
Christmas 2020 peaked at 61% of levels in the equivalent week of 2019.

The seven-day average estimate of seated diners was lower in London than the UK during both the 2021 and 
2020 Christmas periods, and throughout the whole coronavirus pandemic, compared with 2019 levels.

The low levels of seated diners in London in the week before Christmas 2021 would also likely reflect the rate of 
coronavirus (COVID-19) infections in London during winter 2021 because of the Omicron variant of COVID-19. In 
the week leading up to Christmas 2021 (week ending 23 December 2021), it is estimated that 8% of people in 
London would have tested positive for COVID-19, compared with 4% in England as a whole.

https://www.opentable.com/state-of-industry
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1.  

2.  

3.  

Figure 4: The seven-day average estimate of seated diners in London was lower than UK levels during 
both the 2021 and 2020 Christmas periods compared with 2019

Seated diners, seven-day average, percentage compared with the equivalent week of 2019, week ending 24 February 2020 to 
week ending 20 December 2021, UK, London and Manchester

Source: OpenTable

Notes:

Please note that data for Manchester are only available from week ending 16 November 2020.

A detailed overview of the UK COVID-19 restrictions in hospitality settings for each constituent country can 
be found in the .glossary section

Data are only available for UK, London and Manchester.

Between 15 December 2021 and 3 January 2022,  asked adults about the Opinions and Lifestyle survey (OPN)
their travel and social plans during the Christmas period.

More than 6 in 10 adults (63%) said they planned to visit (or had already visited) family and friends in their 
homes, and just over half (51%) said they planned to have (or had already had) family and friends visit their home.

Although not directly comparable because of question wording, between 16 and 20 December 2020, just under a 
quarter (24%) of adults said they were planning to have family and friends in their homes but not to stay 
overnight, and 10% were planning to stay overnight with family or friends for one night or more. One fifth (20%) of 
adults said they were planning to have family or friends visit them but not to stay overnight and 8% were planning 
to have family and friends visit them and stay overnight for one night or more. This largely reflects the impact of 
local restrictions in December 2020.

https://www.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/articles/coronavirusspendinghabitsandsocialisingplansoverchristmasuk/january2022#glossary
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/datasets/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritainchristmasshopping
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5 . Attitudes towards the future

Although shopping and socialising trends suggest that people were going out more during the Christmas period in 
2021 compared with 2020, people still expressed concern about the coronavirus pandemic and attitudes to the 
future.

During December 2021, more than a third of people (ranging between 35% and 39%) said they felt it would be 
more than a year before life returned to normal, according to the . This is an Opinions and Lifestyle Survey (OPN)
increase compared with the same time the year before; during December 2020, less than a quarter of people 
(ranging between 18% to 23%) said returning to normal would take more than a year.

During November and December 2021, the proportion of adults who felt that life would never return to normal 
(ranging between 13% and 16%) was higher than those who felt life would return to normal in six months or less 
(ranging between 7% and 9%).

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/7January2022
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1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

Figure 5: At the end of 2021, the proportion of people who thought it would take more than a year for life 
to return to normal was higher than at the end of 2020

Great Britain, March 2020 to December 2021

Source: Office for National Statistics, Opinions and Lifestyle Survey

Notes:

Question: "How long do you think it will be before your life returns to normal?"

Base; all adults.

Not all response categories are included in this chart.

Confidence intervals are provided in the datasets associated with this article. As a general rule, if the 
confidence interval around one estimate overlaps with the interval around another, we cannot say with 
certainty that there is more than a chance difference between the two estimates.

Additional data from the  found that between 15 December and 3 January 2022, less OPN on household finances
than half of people (46%) thought they would be able to save money in the next year, and two thirds of people 
(66%) said their cost of living had increased in the last month. This increased to 76% among those aged over 70 
years, and to 74% among self-employed people.

During the start of the coronavirus pandemic (April to June 2020), the  (household UK households' saving ratio
saving as a percentage of total available resources) reached a record high of 24%. By July to September 2020, 
this had decreased to 13% and by July to September 2021 this further decreased to 9%, though remained above 
pre-coronavirus pandemic levels.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/datasets/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritainhouseholdfinances
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/quarterlynationalaccounts/julytoseptember2021
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6 . Coronavirus, spending habits and socialising plans over 
Christmas, UK data

Coronavirus and the social impacts on Great Britain: Household finances 
Dataset | Released 7 January 2022 
Data from the Opinions and Lifestyle Survey (OPN) on the way in which people report the COVID-19 
pandemic has affected their household finances in the past seven days, if people report their costs of living 
has changed in the last month and why, and on people's financial situation in the last month.

Coronavirus and the social impacts on Great Britain 
Dataset | Released 7 January 2022 
Indicators from the Opinions and Lifestyle Survey to understand the impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic on people, households and communities in Great Britain.

Retail sales Index 
Dataset | Released on 21 January 2022 
A series of retail sales data for Great Britain in value and volume terms, seasonally and non-seasonally 
adjusted.

7 . Glossary

UK Coronavirus (COVID-19) restrictions

Winter 2020 restrictions: In late 2020, lockdown measures varied between different areas of the UK, and were 
adapted and reviewed week by week. England operated a  from October, Wales tiered system of local measures
adopted a  in October and November followed by , and Scotland firebreak lockdown alert level 4 restrictions
introduced  from late October. Northern Ireland increased restrictions and implemented a local protection levels
two week , which included closure of non-essential retail and hospitality from late November.circuit breaker

Although restrictions varied between areas of the UK, the main measures that were introduced affected people's 
spending habits and socialising. These restrictions included introducing the "rule of six" in indoor and outdoor 
hospitality settings, a curfew for the hospitality sector and only serving alcohol with a substantial meal. During 
winter 2020, hospitality settings and non-essential stores were closed completely in some areas of the UK, with 
the exception of a click-and-collect option.

During the 2020 Christmas period, the UK government introduced a number of restrictions including forming 
Christmas bubbles and travel restrictions for . Similar restrictions were announced for , England Northern Ireland

 and .Scotland Wales

From 5 January 2021, the UK government announced a further national lockdown for  . Similar rules England
applied for  ,  and  , which all included the message to "stay at home".Northern Ireland Scotland Wales

In Spring 2021, restrictions across the UK began to ease with each country of the UK setting out its own plans for 
coming out of lockdown.

Winter 2021 restrictions: Following the emergence of the new Omicron variant of COVID-19 across the UK in 
November 2021, each constituent country introduced new measures aiming to control the spread and protect the 
NHS. They also accelerated the coronavirus (COVID-19) booster vaccination programmes.

In England, the   was confirmed on 8 December 2021. This included:move to Plan B

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/datasets/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritainhouseholdfinances
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/datasets/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritaindata
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/datasets/retailsalesindexreferencetables
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/full-list-of-local-restriction-tiers-by-area
https://gov.wales/national-coronavirus-fire-break-to-be-introduced-in-wales-on-friday
https://gov.wales/alert-level-4-frequently-asked-questions
https://www.gov.scot/collections/coronavirus-covid-19-protection-levels-reviews-and-evidence/
https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/news/executive-decisions-circuit-breaker-restrictions
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-for-the-christmas-period
https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/news/executive-statement-christmas-arrangements
https://www.gov.scot/news/new-guidance-issued-for-the-festive-period/
https://gov.wales/staying-safe-at-christmas
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-lockdown-stay-at-home
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/news/health-minister-welcomes-executive-agreement
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/
https://gov.wales/covid-19-alert-levels
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-confirms-move-to-plan-b-in-england
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mandatory use of face coverings in most indoor venues from 10 December

advice to work from home for those who can from 13 December

mandatory use of NHS COVID Passes for proof of two doses of a COVID-19 vaccine, or proof of a 
negative lateral flow test, for entry to large events and venues from 15 December

advice to test using a lateral flow device, particularly before entering a high-risk setting or visiting a 
vulnerable person

In Scotland, similar measures on face coverings, working from home and NHS COVID Passes were already in 
place, with   aimed at reducing social interactions at home and indoor settings recently announced, new measures
including:

advice to reduce social contact by meeting in groups of no more than three households from 14 December

large events being limited in capacity with one-metre physical distancing from 26 December

a limit to three households meeting at indoor and outdoor venues, such as bars and cinemas from 27 
December

In Wales, measures on face coverings, working from home and NHS COVID Passes were also in place, with 
further measures more recently announced, including:

a move to  , reintroducing the "rule of six" and limiting the number of people at indoor and alert level 2
outdoor events from 26 December

the closure of nightclubs and two-metre social distancing in public places and offices from 26 December

In Northern Ireland, measures on face coverings, working from home and  were also similarly NHS COVID Passes
in place, with  more recently announced, including:further measures

advice to reduce social contact by meeting in groups of no more than three households

a limit to meeting more than 30 people in a private home and overnight stays

mandatory use of NHS COVID Passes for proof of two vaccine doses for hospitality venues and tourist 
accommodation

reintroducing the "rule of six" for hospitality settings

An overview of current coronavirus (COVID-19) restrictions for each of the four UK constituent countries  is 
available as follows:

coronavirus restrictions for England

coronavirus restrictions for Scotland

coronavirus restrictions for Wales

coronavirus restrictions for Northern Ireland

These restrictions should be considered when interpreting the data featured throughout this article.

https://www.gov.scot/news/new-measures-required-to-slow-the-spread-of-coronavirus/
https://gov.wales/alert-level-2-summary
https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/news/update-covid-certification-scheme
https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/news/statement-executive-decisions-measures-limit-spread-omicron-22-december-2021
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus
https://www.gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19/
https://gov.wales/coronavirus
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/coronavirus-covid-19-regulations-and-guidance-what-they-mean-you


Page 13 of 14

The households' saving ratio

The saving ratio estimates the amount of money households have available to save as a percentage of their 
gross disposable income plus pension accumulations.

8 . Data sources and quality

Infection rates

Quality and methodology information for the Coronavirus (COVID-19) Infection Survey data is available in our 
 and our COVID-19 Infection Survey: methods and further information methodology article Coronavirus (COVID-

.19) Infection Survey QMI

Retail sales

Quality and methodology information for retail sales data is available in our .Retail Sales QMI

National retail footfall

National retail footfall figures are supplied by Springboard, a provider of data on customer activity. They measure 
the following for overall UK retail footfall, as well as by high street, retail park, and shopping centre categories:

daily retail footfall as a percentage of its level on the same day of the equivalent week of 2019; for 
example, Saturday 18 December 2021 is compared with Saturday 21 December 2019

total weekly retail footfall as a percentage of its level in the equivalent week of 2019

the percentage change in weekly footfall compared with the previous week; for example, Week 50 of 2021 
is compared with Week 49 of 2021

Springboard's weekly data are defined over a seven-day period running from Sunday to Saturday. Week 50 of 
2021 therefore refers to Sunday 12 December to Saturday 18 December 2021.

Users should note that all quoted figures have been rounded to the nearest integer.

OpenTable seated diners

OpenTable is a data provider for online restaurant reservations, with daily data for the UK, London and 
Manchester being publicly available in its  . These data show the impact of The state of the industry dashboard
recent events and restrictions on the hospitality industry using a sample of restaurants on the OpenTable network 
across all channels, including online reservations, phone reservations, and walk-ins.

Opinions and Lifestyle Survey

Part of this release contains data and indicators from a module being undertaken through the Office for National 
Statistics' (ONS') Opinions and Lifestyle Survey (OPN) to understand the impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19) 
pandemic on British society. Details on the quality and methodology of the OPN can be found in the Measuring 

.the data section of our Coronavirus and the social impacts on Great Britain bulletin

The households' saving ratio

Quality and methodology information for the households' saving ratio is available in the Quarterly sector accounts 
.QMI

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/methodologies/covid19infectionsurveypilotmethodsandfurtherinformation
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/methodologies/coronaviruscovid19infectionsurveyqmi
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/methodologies/coronaviruscovid19infectionsurveyqmi
https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/methodologies/retailsalesindexrsiqmi
https://www.opentable.com/state-of-industry
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/7january2022#measuring-the-data
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/7january2022#measuring-the-data
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/uksectoraccounts/methodologies/quarterlysectoraccountsqmi
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/uksectoraccounts/methodologies/quarterlysectoraccountsqmi
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9 . Related links

Retail sales, Great Britain: December 2021 
Bulletin | Released 21 January 2022 
A first estimate of retail sales in volume and value terms, seasonally and non-seasonally adjusted.

Economic activity and social change in the UK, real-time indicators: 6 January 2022 
Bulletin | Released 6 January 2022 
Early data and analysis for UK economy and society. Includes activity and change in business, spending, 
travel and jobs using rapid-response surveys, novel data sources and experimental methods.

Coronavirus and the social impacts on Great Britain 
Bulletin | Released 7 January 2022 
Indicators from the Opinions and Lifestyle Survey covering the period 15 December 2021 to 3 January 2022, 
to understand the impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on people, households and communities 
in Great Britain.

https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/retailindustry/bulletins/retailsales/december2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/bulletins/economicactivityandsocialchangeintheukrealtimeindicators/6january2022
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandwellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandthesocialimpactsongreatbritain/7January2022
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